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is important in my study as it has been associated with 
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in politics, and low expectation of political gain. 
A survey was distributed to twenty African Americans 
and used to measure the relationship between political 
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CHAPTER 1 
AFRICAN AMERICANS IN GENEVA TOWNSHIP 
This study examines the effect that past political 
alienation has on present African American voter apathy 
in Geneva Township. 
Political alienation has resulted in low voter 
participation of African Americans in Geneva Township. 
This research attempts to explain this behavior as a 
deeply-rooted social abnormality. The study of African 
Americans in the township is important because they have 
been exposed to historical and contemporary influences 
which impact their present voting behavior. As a result, 
African Americans are reduced to political observers of 
the township's decision-making process. Due to the lack 
of voter participation, any opportunity to influence the 
township's decisions in their interests is severely 
limited. 
Geneva Township is located in Van Buren County in 
southwest Michigan approximately seven miles east of Lake 
Michigan. Its economy is predominately agricultural. 
In fact, the township is one of the largest producers 
of blueberries in the world. The township is controlled 
1 
by the township board which consists of a supervisor, 
treasurer, clerk, and two trustees. All of the board 
members are elected and white. Only two African Americans 
serve on the Tax Review Committee. However, African 
Americans constitute 14 percent of the township's 3,162 
residents.1 Compared to white voters, African Americans 
are less likely to vote and politically participate in 
the political structure of the township. My research 
will examine the possible origins of- voter apathy among 
the township's African Americans. While studying African 
American voter apathy, I plan to look at the historical 
effects that political alienation has on present-day 
African American voter apathy. I will examine whether 
voter apathy exists as an independent event or as a result 
of the historical experiences of African Americans. 
Political Alienation in the Voting Model 
Political alienation is defined as a person's feelings 
of isolation and detachment from his political environment. 
The use of political alienation is important in my study, 
for alienation has been significantly associated with 
a variety of political attitudes in the township. These 
include withdrawn political interest, low community 
^1990 Census, Selected Population and Housing 
Characteristics; 1990, Van Buren County, Mi., Table 1 
(Allegan Co., Van Buren Co., and Ottawa Co.). 
2 
participation in politics and low expectation of political 
gain. I will also identify social background variables 
in order to explain the political alienation of African 
Americans in Geneva Township. Social background variables 
such as past oppression, violence, intimidation, and 
economic exploitation have been historically linked to 
present-day African American voting behavior in Geneva 
Township. In line with this reasoning, some African 
American non-voting residents have lived in various regions 
of the South where whites used intimidation, economic 
pressure, and violence to discourage them from voting. 
Social Background 
and Political Alienation 
In a system where successful political participation 
depends on access to the ballot, African Americans have 
been exposed to various social background variables that 
limit their ability to vote. Historically, violence and 
legal barriers have been used to disfranchise African 
Americans in the South. According to Matthews and Prothro, 
authors of Negroes and the New Southern Politics (1966), 
most of these legal barriers have now crumbled. Many 
Southern Negroes are reluctant to politically participate 
in the region because some of them are afraid of possible 
3 
2 
community. A social background variable which has 
contributed to African American voter apathy is 
oppression. 
The Klu Klux Klan, for example, used threats, 
intimidation, and violence as methods to discourage African 
Americans from voting after the Civil War. Many were 
burned out, run out of office, and even killed. In 1955, 
two NAACP leaders, the Rev. George W. Lee and Lamar Smith 
were killed on May 13 and August 13, respectively because 
they refused to take their names off voter registration 
lists.^ On June 12, 1963, Medger Evers, field secretary 
for the Mississippi NAACP, was killed in his driveway 
4 
by a white man. Also, in 1963, FBI agents discovered 
the bodies of three young civil rights workers on a farm 
near Philadelphia, Mississippi. Klansmen were indicted 
for their murders. African Americans couldn't seek 
protection from local police departments. Usually, members 
of the police departments were also Klansmen. It has 
been said that African Americans couldn't arm themselves 
in large numbers because the gun shops were owned by white 
2 
Donald R. Matthews and James W. Prothro, Negroes 
and the New Southern Politics (New York: Harcourt, Brace 
and World, 1966), 166. 
3 
Lerone Bennett, Jr., Before the Mayflower (New York: 
Penguin Books, Inc., 1993), 377. 
4 
Stephen B. Oates, Let the Trumpets Sound (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1982), 120. 
4 
people who were Klansmen or sympathizers of Klansmen. 
Whites owned the majority of businesses which made 
decisions affecting the lives of African Americans. 
White employers rewarded African American employees 
who didn't vote in order to reinforce apathy among non¬ 
voting African Americans. Therefore, non-voting African 
American employees were able to keep their jobs and borrow 
money from their white employers. After discovering any 
African American who attempted to register to vote or 
who voted, white business owners denied those African 
American the previously-mentioned rewards. 
The South's sharecropping system increased African 
Americans' economic dependence on white property owners. 
As seen in Table 1.1 below, during the period between 
1940 and 1959, the number of African American sharecroppers 
TABLE 1.1 
Southern Sharecroppers by Race: 1930-1959 
Category 1930 1940 1945 1950 1964 1959 
White 
Cropper 383,381 242,173 176,260 148,706 107,416 47,650 
Nonwhite 
Cropper 392,897 299,118 270,296 198,057 160,246 73,387 
Total 
Croppers 776,278 541,291 446,556 346,765 267,662 121,037 
Percentage 
Nonwhite 50.6 55.3 60.5 57.1 50.9 60.9 
Source: Historical Statistics of the U.S., Colonial Times 
to 1970, Part 1, Series K109-153 (Washington: Government 
Printing Office, 1975). 
5 
5 
declined by more than 225,000—a drop of about 75 percent. 
Many of these displaced sharecroppers traded their 
dependency on rural white property owners to uncertain 
conditions in mostly Northern cities. Faced with Klan 
attacks and white economic exploitation, the majority 
of African Americans developed a sense of powerlessness 
and fear. As a result, African Americans learned to be 
voter apathetic. According to Schwartz (1973), "Lack of 
political participation among African Americans was a 
conformist response to their hostile environments."® This 
response developed into political alienation among large 
numbers of non-voting African Americans in the South. 
As a result, many African Americans became conditioned 
not to vote. Figure 1.1 shows the relationship among 
oppression, political alienation, and voter apathy. 
According to the model, oppression (white backlash, 
KKK, violence, threats) has socialized many African 
Americans to fear and to avoid voting. African Americans 
then associated voting with these negative consequences. 
African Americans learned about the hostile consequences 
of voting through their direct personal experiences, from 
parents, and from communities. These sources were agents 
5 
Jay Mandle, The Roots of Black Poverty (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 1978), 95. 
®David Schwartz, Political Alienation and Political 
Behavior (Chicago: Aldine Publishing Company, 1973), 181. 
6 
FIGURE 1.1 
Relationship Among Oppression, 
Political Alienation, and Voter Apathy 
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of political socialization. Hence, these agents have 
contributed to voter apathy among African Americans. 
Many whites accepted the hostile anti-black political 
and economic climate of the South because it added to 
their feelings of importance and superiority. Yet, Judge 
Waites Waring, one of three white judges who heard the 
NAACP's school desegregation case (Briggs vs Elliott, 
1942), wrote a dissent strongly criticizing the South's 
treatment of African Americans in the South Carolina 
decision. A portion of the dissent reads "It reflects 
a sadistic insistence of the 'white supremacists' in 
declaring that their will must be imposed irrespective 
7 
of the rights of other citizens." The majority of African 
Americans quickly adapted to the harsh realities of their 
environment by not voting, by showing deference to whites, 
and by not participating in activities which appear 
threatening. African Americans felt that their votes 
would not be counted even if they were successful in 
casting ballots. 
There were many barriers erected by white supremacists 
to purge any thoughts of voting from the minds of African 
Americans. In order to vote many Southern African Americans 
had to pass a literacy test. It was designed 
7 
Daniel M. Berman, It is so Ordered (New York: W.W. 
Norton and Company, Inc., 1966), 16. 
8 
in such a manner as to cause the applicant to automatically 
fail. A typical question on this test would read, "How 
O 
many bubbles are in a bar of soap?" Some other methods 
designed to prevent African Americans from voting were 
the grandfather clause and the poll tax. People whose 
grandfathers were registered to vote prior to 1867, could 
vote in the elections. Since the overwhelming majority 
of African Americans' grandfathers weren't registered 
voters prior to 1867, the grandsons- obviously couldn't 
vote. Furthermore, Southern state legislators used the 
grandfather clause as a means to enfranchise poor 
illiterate white people. The poll tax was a special head 
tax that was to be paid as a qualification for voting. 
The tax worked a greater hardship on African Americans 
than whites because of their lower income status and 
9 
because of unequal enforcement. The Supreme Court also 
upheld the use of the poll tax as a legitimate means of 
raising revenue (Breedlove vs Suttles, 1937). As a result 
of these laws, the economic position of African Americans 
in the South, and the intimidation from the Klan few 
African Americans attempted to vote. 
g 
OSburn Jones, President of the Van Buren County 
NAACP, Interviewed by Oliver Jones, Written in a Notebook, 
Van Buren County, Michigan, 11 August 1994. 
9 
Jack C. Plano and Milton Greenberg, The American 
Political Dictionary (N.Y.: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 
Inc., 1967), 112. 
9 
During the early 1960s only 1.3 million of 5 million 
potentially eligible African Americans were allowed to 
vote in the South.^ Groups began organizing and making 
plans to improve the political circumstances of African 
Americans. The Southern Christian Leadership Conference 
(SCLC) executed counteroffensives to register African 
Americans. SCLC's determination to advance the political 
plight of African Americans was reflected in its Southern¬ 
wide registration drive called the Crusade For Citizenship. 
The drive consisted of conducting voting clinics across 
the South, gathering evidence regarding white 
obstructionism, and utilizing the media to educate 
Americans regarding the plight of Southern African 
Americans.^ SCLC members also went door-to-door attempting 
to register African Americans to vote. Other groups such 
as Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) and Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) also challenged 
segregation throughout the South. Integrated CORE and 
SNCC members boarded buses and visited various cities 
in the South encouraging and assisting in the registration 
of African Americans. In Alabama, an armed white mob 
surrounded one of the buses and set it afire. The riders 
10Stephen B. Oates, Let the Trumpets Sound (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1982), 141. 
11Ibid., 120. 
10 
were attacked and beaten. Although a second bus was able 
to reach Birmingham, Klansmen waited until the integrated 
group stepped off the bus before they commenced attacking 
and beating them. The atmosphere of intimidation only 
hardened the determination of the people fighting for 
equality in America. One of the most active leaders was 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. who criticized the federal 
government for hypocritically advocating free elections 
in Europe while tolerating African American 
disfranchisement in the South. It wasn't until after 
the assassination of President John F. Kennedy, that the 
federal government made substantive efforts to support 
the voter registration drives. This was done under the 
tutelage of President Lyndon B. Johnson. In 1964, the 
Twenty-Fourth Amendment was added to the Constitution, 
which outlawed poll taxes in national elections. 
The Voting Rights Act of 1965 suspended the literacy 
test in areas where less than half the voting-age 
population had registered for or had voted in 1964 
14 elections. It also allowed federal examiners to monitor 
12 Stephen B. Oates, Let the Trumpets Sound (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1982), 125. 
13 Kenneth Janda, Jerry M. Berry and Jerry Goldman, 
The Challenge of Democracy (Boston: Houghton Mifflin 
Company, 1993 ), A-13. 
14 Milton C. Cumming, Jr. and David Wise, Democracy 
Under Pressure (San Diego: Harcourt & Jovanovich, 1989), 
192. 
11 
voting stations in the South and to challenge the 
constitutionality of poll taxes. The effect of the Voting 
Rights Act was almost immediate. Within two years, African 
American registration increased by more than 1,280,000 
in 11 Southern states. ^ Eventually, the federal 
government extended the Voting Rights Act to protect 
American Indians, Asians, Alaskan natives, and Hispanics 
The Political Structure of Geneva Township 
During the late 1960s and 1970s, African Americans 
began to migrate to Geneva Township. African Americans 
have made a limited impact upon the political structure 
of Geneva Township. 
The majority of African American residents don't 
vote in township elections or attend township meetings. 
Within the political structure of Geneva Township, African 
Americans have opportunities to become registered voters. 
In order to register to vote in Geneva Township, 
a person must have the following qualifications: 1) Must 
be a U.S. citizens, 2) Must be at least 18 years old on 
or before the date of the election, 3) Must have 
established residency in Geneva Township at least 30 days 
15Milton C. Cumming, Jr. and David Wise, Democracy 
Under Pressure (San Diego: Harcourt & Jovanovich, 1989), 
192. 
12 
before the election, and 4) Must be at least a 30-day 
16 resident of Michigan by the date of the election. 
Qualifications one through four are written as questions 
on forms which can be obtained either from the Geneva 
Township Clerk's office or from the Secretary of State's 
office. The completed forms are verified, and two copies 
are made. One is sent to the applicant, and the other 
is retained by the Geneva Township Clerk. The clerk files 
them in alphabetical order in the township's voter 
registration books. This information is used to aid the 
clerk in conducting elections. The clerk has the authority 
to appoint township voter election inspectors to help 
conduct the elections. The township clerk is just one 
of many officers who make decisions affecting the township. 
These officers include the supervisor, treasurer, and 
two trustees. Each officer is obligated to perform certain 
duties. 
The supervisor is obligated to assess the value of 
all property in the township at 50 percent of its cash 
17 value. He does this by preparing an assessment roll 
which comprises all the taxable real and personal property 
16Richard H. Austin, Election Inspectors Procedure, 
Automatic Machines (U.S.: Elections Bureau, 1988), 10. 
17 
John H. Bauckham, Authority and Responsibilities 
of Michigan Township Officials, Boards, and Commissions 
(Lansing: Michigan Township Association, 1983), 8. 
13 
Then he delivers the 18 owned in the preceding year, 
assessment roll to the Board of Review. The supervisor 
also acts as a legal transactor. In this position he 
transacts all legal business, upon whom suits may be 
brought and defended. 
The township clerk is responsible for all books, 
papers, and records having to do with the business of 
the township. These items are kept in a safe in the 
clerk's office. The clerk is also responsible for the 
opening and keeping of accounts with the township 
treasurer, charging the treasurer with all funds which 
are received by the treasurer by virtue of that office, 
and crediting the treasurer with all monies paid out on 
19 the order of the proper township authorities. 
The clerk is also responsible for recording the 
minutes of township meetings and conducting elections. 
Prior to the meeting, the clerk reads the last meeting's 
minutes to the audience. These minutes include the 
regulations and rules adopted at the last meetings. Along 
with these duties, the clerk has the responsibility of 
appointing some officers including the deputy clerk as 
well as the township election inspectors. 
18 John H. Bauckham, Authority and Responsibilities 
of Michigan Township Officials, Boards, and Commissions 
(Lansing: Michigan Township Association, 1983), 12. 
19Ibid., 8. 
14 
The treasurer is in charge of all the township's 
finances. He deposits township money in a bank or a 
depository. Any interest accumulated on the deposits 
is credited to the township. He is responsible for 
maintaining a record of receipts and expenditures of all 
activities such as the collection of taxes and the issuance 
of licenses and permits. 
The trustee is responsible for voting the interests 
of the township. He has to attend township board meetings. 
The board also assigns its trustees the duties of meeting 
with city officials and participating on various township 
boards, city boards, and committees. Although each Geneva 
Township's elected officers has exclusive responsibilities, 
they work together in appointing people and hiring 
businesses to help them implement services for the 
township. 
Businesses send their representatives to township 
meetings to market their services and to sway the board 
to support their particular activity. These businesses 
include accounting firms, ambulance services, factories, 
new plants, and construction companies. 
Sometimes, the county treasurer works with the 
township treasurer on special financial projects. The 
township supervisor attends the annual meeting of the 
county Board of Commissioners regarding property 
15 
assessments 20 
The township's decisions affect the economic and 
social lives of each resident in the township. Economic 
decisions range from removing snow from the roads to 
collecting taxes. Social issues such as noise ordinances, 
neighborhood watch programs, and fine issuances to people 
who litter are all issues which are addressed and handled 
by the Geneva Township Board. My understanding of the 
Geneva Township Board was enhanced after serving as an 
intern with the board during the summer of 1992. 
The Research Questions 
Previous work on political alienation has assisted 
me in identifying important research questions that can 
be clarified by this study. The major objectives of this 
study are: 
1. To examine the contemporary effects that political 
alienation has on African American voter apathy in Geneva 
Township. In prior studies, researchers have suggested 
that African American voter apathy is the result of 
political alienation. 
20 John H. Bauckham, Authority and Responsibilities 
of Michigan Township Officials, Boards, and Commissions 
(Lansing: Michigan Township Association, 1983), 19. 
16 
2. To examine the effects of political alienation 
on African Americans' view of voting. Some researchers 
suggest that one's views of the voting process determine 
one's decision to vote. 
3. To examine the political consequences of African 
American voter apathy as it relates to Geneva Township. 
This question seeks to examine African Americans' ability 
to occupy political positions in relationship to their 
voter apathetic behavior. 
Data for this study was gathered from the following 
sources: The South Haven Public Library, Woodruff Library, 
the Geneva Township Clerk, election inspectors, interviews 
with African Americans, U.S. Bureau of the Census, and 
the Van Buren County NAACP. 
17 
CHAPTER 2 
AFRICAN AMERICAN VOTER APATHY, 
POLITICAL ALIENATION AND POLITICAL SOCIALIZATION 
Why is voter turnout low among African Americans 
in the U.S.? This question has generated a myriad of 
hypotheses among psychologists, sociologists, and political 
scientists. One of the theories used by many political 
scientists is that of political alienation. This theory, 
which is seen as one of the major causes of a person's 
failure to exercise his or her right to vote, has been 
widespread since the 1950's. In order to understand the 
relationship between political alienation and voter apathy, 
it is necessary to review some definitions of alienation. 
Voter Apathy and Political Alienation 
Olson (1965) defines alienation as an attitude of 
separation or estrangement between oneself and some salient 
21 aspect of the social environment. Grodzines described 
alienation as the state in which individuals feel no sense 
21 David C. Schwartz, Political Alienation and 
Political Behavior (Chicago: Aldine Publishing Company, 
1973), 7. quotes Olson (1965). 
18 
22 of belonging to their community or nation. Hegel explains 
alienation as a condition which causes socialized man 
23 to become detached from his world. In my opinion, the 
key to the definition of alienation is a person's feelings 
of isolation and detachment from his environment. These 
feelings are reflected in his actions. Some political 
scientists theorize that people who feel isolated are 
more likely not to vote compared to non-isolated people. 
Political scientists have labeled social economic groups 
and exploitation as independent variables to describe 
the emergence of alienation and voter apathy. 
According to Schwartz (1973), people who occupy a 
lower social economic status (SES) as well as those who 
have limited ties to political or social organizations 
are less likely to vote. Lower SES refers to people with 
24 limited income and material possessions. According to 
B. Bingham Powell (1987), "U.S. minorities are 
disproportionately represented in the lower socioeconomic 
25 groups. In line with this reasoning, minorities such 
22 Gwynn Nettler, "A Measure of Alienation," American 
Sociological Review (1957): 671. 
23Ibid., 670. 
24 David C. Schwartz, Political Alienation and 
Political Behavior (Chicago: Aldine Pub. Co., 1973), 7. 
25 James Riechley, Elections American Style (Washington 
D.C.: The Brookings Institution, 1987), 36. 
19 
as African Americans vote less compared to other groups 
who occupy a higher SES. Verba and Nie, authors of 
Participation in America (1972), argued that African 
American political participation isn't related to SES 
but to group consciousness. 
According to Verba and Nie, group consciousness is 
defined as a recognition of one's status as a deprived 
group which evolves into a self-consciousness. This self- 
consciousness causes the deprived group to become more 
politically active than members of the society who have 
similar socioeconomic levels but who aren't in the deprived 
2 6 group. In relation to African Americans, both authors 
contend that African American political participation 
in the 1960s was a direct result of increased group 
consciousness. Verba and Nie studied the relationship 
between group consciousness and political participation 
by interviewing a sample of whites as well as African 
Americans. This survey was a series of questions relating 
to problems faced in the respondents' personal lives, 
in the nation, and in the community. Sixty-four percent 
of the African Americans mentioned race as a problem in 
27 response to a question in the survey. 
2 6 Sidney Verba and Norman H. Nie, Participation in 
America—Political Democracy and Social Equality (New 
York: Harper and Row, Publishers, 1972), 157. 
27Ibid., 158. 
20 
Verba and Nie compared rates of African American 
participation at varying levels of group consciousness 
with the average white participation rate. According 
to their findings, African Americans who don't mention 
race in response to their questions, participate 
substantially less than the average white person. Race 
consciousness as a problem or a basis of hostility appears 
to bring those African Americans who are conscious up 
to a level of participation equivalent to that of whites. 
Or, to put it another way, this awareness overcomes the 
socioeconomic disadvantages of African Americans and makes 
28 them as active as whites. Furthermore, it appears that 
any level of consciousness of blackness creates the higher 
level of participation—whether race is mentioned once 
29 or more than once makes little difference. Other 
theorists such as Karl Marx have defined exploitation 
as an independent variable to explain alienation. This 
perspective, within the theory of political alienation, 
is called the Marxian tradition. 
While examining capitalism, Marx believed alienation 
is the result of exploitation of the working classes by 
28 
Sidney Verba and Norman H. Nie, Participation in 
America—Political Democracy and Social Equality (New 
York: Harper and Row, Publishers, 1972), 158. 
21 
the ruling classes in a capitalistic society. A 
capitalistic society is divided between the property owners 
and the non-propertied workers. Property owners control 
the means of production such as land, factories, machines, 
and equipment which produce the products. Since workers 
don't own the means of production, they are forced to 
market themselves and to sell their labor to the property 
owners. According to Marx, an inhumane exploitative 
relationship develops, resulting in the workers' labor 
being appropriated by the property owners.Competition 
among the property owners increases the exploitation of 
the workers. As a result, the worker is reduced to a 
tool whose work fuels the economic engines of productivity. 
A sense of misery and bondage develops among the workers 
because their lives are constantly dependent on the 
decisions made by the property owners; therefore, they 
feel alienated. This exploitative relationship is 
exemplified by African Americans who worked as 
sharecroppers on farms owned by white people in the 
Southern United States. 
African Americans were allowed to live as tenants 
with the stipulation that they give a share of their crops 
to the white property owners. However, African Americans 
30 Robert Freedman, Marxist Social Thought (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1968), 66. 
22 
were forced to patronize stores (usually owned by the 
property owner or some of his relatives) in order to 
purchase crop seeds and food at higher prices. 
Furthermore, white storeowners falsified credit records 
for their African American customers in order to perpetuate 
indebtedness. At the time of harvest, African American 
sharecroppers earned subsistence-level wages for their 
crops, which had to be sold to the property owners. After 
purchasing the crops, the white property owners sold the 
crops at higher prices which generated large profits. 
The U.S. not only economically exploited the majority 
of Southern African Americans but also politically 
exploited them. 
A sense of political inefficacy developed among many 
African Americans. As a result, large numbers avoided 
voting. There have been recent studies conducted which 
link political alienation to voter apathy. Kevin Chen, 
author of Political Alienation and Voting Turnout in the 
United States, examined the various social theories of 
alienation and defined alienation as constituting multiple 
dimensions. These dimensions include normlessness 
31 
(distrust), powerlessness, meaninglessness, and apathy. 
Chen used data from a set of American National 
"^Richard W. Boyd, (Kevin Chen. Political Alienation 
in Voting Turnout in the U.S., 1960-1988), The Journal 
of Politics (May 1994): 527. 
23 
Election Studies (ANES) from 1952 to 1988 and concludes 
"There's no tendency for voters to participate more as 
32 they age. His research reveals that both old and young 
groups retain a view that politics is meaningless; and, 
as a result, they are less likely to vote. 
Chuck Stone, author of Black Political Power in 
America (1969), describes how U.S. political exploitation 
against African Americans has hindered African Americans' 
ability to positively effect their political environment. 
According to Stone, white America has weakened African 
American political participation through various Supreme 
Court decisions, through exploitation by Northern political 
machines, and through gerrymandering. Stone traced these 
methods from the 1870s to the 1960s. In the Slaughter- 
House Cases the Supreme Court decided that Congress didn't 
intend for the privileges and immunities clause of the 
Fourteenth Amendment to protect civil rights which flowed 
from state citizenship. It would only protect those rights 
affiliated with citizenship at the federal level. The 
Court turned to the due process clause and the provision 
that states would have their representation reduced in 
the House of Representatives if blacks were deprived of 
the right to vote. Due process was converted into a shield 
32 Richard W. Boyd, (Kevin Chen. Political Alienation 
in Voting Turnout in the U.S., 1960-1988), The Journal 
of Politics (May 1994): 527. 
24 
to defend businesses against governmental regulation and 
to a lesser extent, to protect defendants in criminal 
33 cases. 
In 1873, the Supreme Court's ruling in U.S. vs Reese 
severely weakened the power of the Fifteenth Amendment. 
In its ruling, the Court decided that the Fifteenth 
Amendment did not guarantee a citizen's right to vote, 
but merely listed certain impermissible grounds for denying 
34 suffrage. After the Supreme Court weakened both the 
Fourteenth and the Fifteenth Amendments, Southern states 
established the literacy test, the grandfather clause, 
and the poll tax. These laws were a reflection of the 
anti-black social standards which existed in the South. 
Daniel Thompson, author of Sociology of the Black 
Experience (1974), constructed a paradigm to study the 
African American experiences in relation to historical 
forces arrayed against them. This paradigm constitutes 
four levels. 
The first level is concerned with the ways that white 
institutions, agencies, leaders, and governments on all 
levels have responded directly and indirectly to African 
33 Daniel M. Berman, It is so Ordered (New York: W.W. 
Norton and Company, Inc., 1966), 16. 
34 Mary Norton, A People and a Nation (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Co., 1988), 106. 
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Americans as a viable, racially distinct segment of the 
population.33 Thompson studies the social responses toward 
African Americans by local communities in the larger 
environments in which they exist. For example, a slogan 
like "states' rights" reflects the individualism in the 
36 U.S. culture. Yet, it's used by Southern white 
politicians to mean that Southern states be allowed to 
develop and to perpetuate any political structure, judicial 
procedure, or tradition deemed necessary to preserve a 
biracial system in which white supremacy would prevail 
in every walk of life. 
Thompson contends that frequently, the white 
majority's adopted standards intended to apply only to 
blacks had far-reaching and unanticipated consequences, 
particularly the South's deliberate efforts to disfranchise 
blacks. All Southern state legislatures passed laws— 
"Black Codes"—intended to prevent blacks from registering 
37 and voting. Some of the codes had unforeseen consequences 
in that they were eventually used to perpetuate the power 
of some individuals' political factions by excluding the 
great masses of whites from participating in the political 
35 Daniel C. Thompson, Sociology of the Black 





process. Therefore, in a very direct way, the 
fundamental rationale for Black Codes resulted in the 
one-party system in the South because it emphatically 
held voting to be a privilege to be extended or withheld 
by state governments rather than an inalienable right. 
As expected, this conception of voting disfranchised all 
39 but a mere handful of blacks. According to Thompson, 
laws and legal decisions enacted by Southern states were 
products of anti-black attitudes adopted by large numbers 
of whites and viewed as social standards for both the 
races. 
The second level is defining the African American 
experiences as experiences resulting from situations 
imposed upon them by whites. These experiences may control 
the aspirations and behavior of African Americans. 
Thompson suggests that this level can also have relevance 
to relationships between African American organizations 
and the white community. 
The third level is the consequences of African 
American responses in relation to their condition in 
American society. Instead of studying African Americans 
as objects of actions by whites, Thompson suggests that 
38 Daniel C. Thompson, Sociology of the Black 
Experience (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1974), 44. Thompson 
quotes Gunner Myrdal, An American Dilemma. 
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African Americans should be studied as actors who have 
accomplished profound changes in the U.S. society. The 
civil rights struggle has kept the issue of equal 
citizenship permanently and constantly before the American 
people. 
The fourth level of Thompson's paradigm on the black 
experience is African Americans' contributions to their 
own survival and the larger U.S. society. This includes 
a thorough analysis of the contributions made by black 
institutions, voluntary organizations, professionals and 
the masses. Thompson's paradigm provides a structured 
model to increase one's knowledge of the African American's 
political and social conditions in the Southern U.S. such 
as Jim Crow barriers, Southern laws and customs. All 
of these measures disfranchised large numbers of African 
Americans. At the same time, it created an environment 
conducive for the Klu Klux Klan's reign of terror against 
African Americans who attempted to register to vote during 
the 1950s and early 1960s. It has been suggested that 
African Americans who lived in the Southern regions marked 
by unusual racial violence were socialized to avoid voting. 
According to Matthews and Prothro, authors of Negroes 
and the New Southern Politics (1966), information obtained 
from Tuskegee Institute's record of lynchings in the South 
between 1900 and 1931 and the Southern Regional Council's 
listings of violent acts between 1955 and 1960, provides 
28 
data showing the mean percentage of voting-age Negroes 
registered to vote in Southern counties, by amount of 
racial violence. 
According to Table 2.1 below, the few counties with 
both a history of lynching and recent racial violence 
have low rates of African American registration—about 
40 7 percent. The group of Southern counties with the 
next lowest Negro registration rates are those with 
generally peaceful relations, and the highest rates of 
Negro registration are found in counties with either heavy 
TABLE 2.1 
Mean Percentage of Voting-Age 
Negroes Registered to Vote in Southern 
Counties by Amount of Racial Violence 
Lynching Amount of Racial Violence, 1955-60 
Rate 
1900-1931 None Some Total 
Low 15% (576) 29% (80) 16% (656) 
High 27% (216) 7% (16) 25% (232) 
Total 18% (792) 26% (96) 
Note: A "low" lynching rate is less than 10 
lynchings per 100,000 population in 1930. The 
numbers in parentheses are the total number of 
counties on which the percentages are based. 
Source: Negroes and the New Southern Politics, 
p. 167. 
40 Donald R. Matthews and James W. Prothro, Negroes 
and the New Southern Politics (New York: Harcourt, Brace 
and World, 1966), 168. 
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lynching in the past or present-day incidents, but not 
41 both. Matthews and Prothro contend that Southern 
counties with both high lynching and high contemporary 
racial violence scores have about 11 percentage points 
fewer Negroes registered to vote than we would expect 
on the basis of the social and economic characteristics 
of the counties. Those with either some contemporary 
racial violence or a history of lynching have about 2 
or 3 percentage points more registered Negroes than 
anticipated; whereas, the counties with little or no 
42 violence have about the expected rate. Matthews and 
Prothro also argue that: 
"Far lower rates of Negro registration are found 
in counties with little if any racial violence." 
and that "Here Negro subordination may be so 
total that violence is not required to keep the 
Negro 'in his place' and out of the polling 
booths." 
The above authors suggest that their information 
may be unreliable in their statements: 
"Unfortunately, reliable and complete data on 
the incidence of racial violence in Southern 
counties are hard to come by. Most compilations 
of such incidents are based on newspaper accounts 
which are probably adequate for the larger ci|jes 
but spotty in their coverage of rural areas." 
41 Donald R. Matthews and James W. Prothro, Negroes 
and the New Southern Politics (New York: Harcourt, Brace 





I find it difficult to move from these statements to 
the conclusions based on data said to be unreliable. 
The South's mechanization of agriculture replaced the 
need for the sharecropping system. As a result, many 
African Americans migrated to cities in the Northern United 
States to find work. 
According to Stone (1968), these African American 
migrants were politically exploited by urban political 
machines which serve as a means for the Irish and the 
Italians to re-elect members of their ethnic groups. 
The Irish political machine diligently pursued African 
American votes on election day. Stone contends that 
African Americans weren't rewarded with jobs as whites 
45 were, but were paid for their votes with money. 
In another effort to exploit African Americans, some 
whites have recently turned to the Supreme Court in order 
to weaken efforts to promote African American voter 
participation. In 1990, North Carolina state legislators 
enacted a reapportionment plan which consisted of creating 
an irregular-shaped majority-African American congressional 
district. The legislators submitted this plan to the 
Attorney General of the United States. This action was 
in accordance with the preclearance clause in section 
five of the Voting Rights Act of 1965. The U.S. Attorney 
45 Chuck Stone, Black Political Power in America New 
York: Dell Publishing Co., Inc., 1968), 177. 
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General objected to the plan. The state legislators 
created a second majority-African American district in 
the north-central part of the state. As a result, certain 
white residents objected to the plan because they argued 
that it constituted racial gerrymandering which violated 
the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. 
The case was heard in the United States District Court 
of North Carolina, whereby the judges dismissed the case. 
Three years later, the white residents took their case 
to the Supreme Court who ruled in favor of the white 
residents. While delivering the opinion of the Court, 
Justice O'Connor said the plan resembled the past racial 
gerrymandering which violated the constitutional rights 
46 of all voters to participate in a color-blind process. 
The results of the Court's ruling could threaten the 
political careers of many African Americans who were able 
to win offices from districts created by the legislatures. 
Robert W. Pugh, author of Psychology and the Black 
Experience (1972) and Theodore Cross, author of Black 
Power Imperative (1987) use an adaptive inferiority 
approach and a sense of powerlessness perspective to 
explain voter apathy among African Americans. Adaptive 
inferiority is a psychological defense which is an aspect 
of personality theory. According to this theory, a person 
46 Katherine Tate, From Protest to Politics (New York: 
Harvard University Press, 1994), 204. 
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attempts to achieve a state of mental congruence which 
is defined as a person participating in activities which 
47 maintain his or her positive self-esteem. If an action 
threatens one's positive self-esteem, he adjusts by using 
stopgap measures. He downplays the action which 
temporarily relieves the anxiety. Then he redefines the 
event and its consequences in order to restore congruency. 
Adaptive inferiority is used when equality can't be 
achieved with a dominant group. Equality is measured 
as parity between groups in reference to status, material 
possessions, political power, and influence in society. 
According to Pugh, black Americans being on the low end 
of the previously-mentioned criteria for equality, have 
48 
been brainwashed into viewing themselves as inferior. 
Therefore, many African Americans act in a manner which 
reflects their negative view of themselves. 
During the 1960s, an African American who recently 
migrated from the South to the North was asked his opinion 
of the Civil Rights Movement. He said "Political 
49 
participation is only good for people who have money." 
This statement reflects two ideas. According to Stone, 
47 
Robert W. Pugh, Psychology and the Black Experience 




50 one is inferiority, and the other is powerlessness. 
He has viewed himself as inferior because he has little 
money. In addition to adopting an inferiority complex, 
a sense of powerlessness of his effort to effect the 
country's political process is evident. In my opinion, 
adaptive inferiority may help to explain voter apathy 
during Rev. Jesse Jackson's run for the presidency in 
1984. In fact, many African Americans felt that Jesse 
Jackson wasn't qualified to serve as president of the 
United States. Furthermore, in 1984 many African American 
leaders counseled "African Americans not to support Jackson 
over Mondale because Jackson, as a black American, could 
not win in a race against Reagan. 
Theodore Cross (1987) advocates that African American 
voter apathy is the direct result of African Americans' 
sense of powerlessness. A sense of powerlessness emerged 
as an adaptation to historical forces arrayed against 
them. This powerlessness combined with other social 
background variables such as subservient behavior and 
an adoption of an inferiority complex have produced a 
shared sense of inadequacy, resignation, and depression. 
Cross speculates that this powerlessness that exists among 
50Chuck Stone, Black Political Power in America (New 
York: Dell Publishing Co., Inc., 1968), 177. 
^Katherine Tate, From Protest to Politics (New York: 
Harvard University Press, 1994), 123. 
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so many African Americans today is in large part 
perpetuated by the lowered expectations and self-doubt 
52 which many African Americans transmit to their children. 
While growing up in the U.S., many African Americans think 
that they can't politically have a positive impact in 
society. Other writers such as Eddie Williams and Milton 
D. Morris argue that the U.S. electoral process was 
established in such a manner as to exclude minority voter 
participation. 
Complaints from minorities regarding the structure 
of the U.S. electoral process are numerous. Rev. Jackson 
claimed to be representing minorities who were " locked 
out" of the 53 electoral process. Rev. Jackson also 
questioned the "threshold rule," a process in which 
delegates were only allocated to those candidates who 
were able to achieve a 20 percent threshold of votes in 
54 each congressional district. Rev. Jackson pointed out 
that the threshold rule unfairly penalized minority and 
urban voters, who were more likely to be concentrated 
in a few congressional districts.^ In 1984, some of the 
52 Theodore Cross, Black Power Imperative (New York: 
Faulkner Books, 1987), 552. 
53 James Riechley, Elections American Style 




delegates were "super delegates"—delegates who were 
selected by the party leaders instead of by the rank-and- 
file leadership. Charges of inequity in the electoral 
process have been made by some public officials. Don 
Edwards, chairman of the Subcommittee on Civil and 
Constitutional Rights of the House Judiciary Committee, 
reported that more than 120 witnesses, who testified at 
hearings around the country in 1981, presented compelling 
evidence that discrimination (in voting) against racial 
and language minorities still persisted and was 
widespread.^ 
These charges appear to contradict a major tenet 
of democracy in America. According to Michael Walzer, 
"Theoretically, a modern democracy is thought to make 
reproduction of marginality and exclusion increasingly 
57 difficult." However, American democracy has produced 
a large number of disfranchised, powerless and marginalized 
people. In the eyes of many, the triumph of equality 
and the expansion of citizenship turn out to be a cruel 
. 58 hoax. 
Many political structures have been abandoned in 
an effort to increase African American political 
^James Riechley, Elections American Style 
(Washington, D.C.: The Brookings Institution, 1987), 36. 
57 Michael Walzer, "Exclusion, Injustice, 
Democratic State," Dissent (Winter, 1993): 56. 




participation and representation. According to James 
Riechley, the abandonment of multimember electoral 
structures resulted in more African American representation 
in legislatures in Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, 
59 Mississippi, South Carolina, and Texas. The abandonment 
of political structures hasn't stopped white politicians 
from limiting African American voter participation in 
the South. Some African Americans who live in rural areas 
must travel several miles to the county seat to register 
to vote at offices that are open only on weekdays during 
their working hours. This has contributed to higher levels 
of voter apathy throughout the South. 
African American Voting 
Behavior in the 1980s and 1990s 
Many African Americans believe that the present U.S. 
system is unresponsive to their interests because their 
past participation resulted in pain or at best no social 
economic gain. As a result, they have become dissatisfied 
and socialized not to vote. The U.S. Bureau of the Census 
has studied and compared African Americans and Hispanics 
to whites in reference to their voting-age population, 
percent reported registered, and their voting habits 
59 James Riechley, Elections American Style 
(Washington, D.C.: The Brookings Institution, 1987), 36 
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in 1982 and 1990. According to Table 2.2, in 
1982 there were 17.6 million African Americans who reported 
that they were 18 years old or older. In that year, 59.1 
percent reported they registered to vote during the 
congressional election. However, only 43 percent of 
African Americans and 49.9 percent of whites actually 
voted in the congressional election. According to Table 
2.3, the percentage of African Americans who voted in 
the congressional election decreased to 39.2 percent in 
1990. Logic should indicate since African Americans are 
in the minority and legal barriers have been reduced, 
that their voting percentages would be the highest—this 
is not the case. This is a strong indicator that something 
is compelling African Americans not to vote. 
Low voter turnout isn't unique to African Americans. 
According to Angus Campbell (American Voter, 1960), "U.S. 
national elections bring less than two thirds of the adult 
population to the polls."®® However, according to Theodore 
Cross, author of The Black Power Imperative (1987), "It 
is almost impossible to win much enthusiasm among black 
61 people for the power of the ballot. 
Cross1 findings indicate that the main reason African 
®®Angus Campbell and others, eds., The American Voter 
(New York: The University of Chicago Press, 1960), 89. 
®^Theodore Cross, The Black Power Imperative (New 
















White 143.6 65.6 49.9 
Black 17.6 59.1 43.0 
Hispanic 8.8 35.3 25.3 
Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population 
Reports, p. 20-468, and earlier reports. 
TABLE 2.3 
Voting-Age Population 












White 155.6 63.8 46.7 
Black 20.4 58.8 39.2 
Hispanic 13.8 32.3 21.0 
Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population 
Reports, P. 20-468, and earlier reports. 
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Americans do not vote is that they choose not to do so. 
In many parts of the country, African American voting 
is almost nonexistent. In New York City, for example, 
the vote in the 1977 mayoralty race was one-quarter to 
one-half the vote in white precincts; only 27 percent 
of the eligible blacks in Texas voted in the 1976 
presidental election; in Mississippi's Fourth Congressional 
District, only 22,000 out of 104,000 eligible African 
Americans voted in 1976, despite the fact that the 
6 2 
incumbent was a strong opponent of black interests. 
In common with other low income groups, blacks are 
as unaware of the power of voting as they are about the 
6 3 workings of the committee system in Congress. According 
to Cross, blacks look on political campaigns with total 
indifference. Among many blacks, the view tends to be, 
64 
"Why bother because whites will lead the country anyway" 
According to the exchange theory, the maintenance 
of a relationship between two or more individuals is said 
to be dependent upon the rewards and costs involved as 
well as the participants' valuations of the fairness of 
62 
Theodore Cross, The Black Power Imperative (New 





65 the exchanges they have with each other. According 
to Katherine Tate (From Protest to Politics, 1994), African 
Americans must vote in a two-party system whereby the 
Republican party is closed off to them as a choice. As 
a result, African Americans are limited to choosing between 
voting for Democratic candidates or not voting. 
Voting is an aspect of political socialization. 
Herbert Hyman, originator of the concept of political 
socialization, defines it as how individuals internalize 
political attitudes and norms from institutions in their 
environments. These institutions include families, 
schools, churches, and governments. It wasn't until the 
urban riots in the 1960s that political socialization 
was applied to African American political behavior. 
According to Walton: 
"The conclusions suggest African Americans have 
a greater view of feeling politically alienated 
as compared to whites and this view is a product 
of dysfunctional agents of socializatioggin 
predominately African American communities." 
This assumption was advanced in Daniel Moynihan's 
6 S 
Johnnie Daniels, "The Development of an Independent 
Black Structural Political Party: Structural and Social 
Psychological Considerations," American Political Process: 
3. 
Hanes Walton, Invisible Politics (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1985), 43. Walton quotes 
Jewel L. Prestage, "Black Politics and the Kerner Report." 
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thesis about the culture of poverty which exists among 
African Americans. Moynihan contends that the black family 
has broken down, the schools are stifled by ignorance, 
and the peer groups simply mirror this tangle of 
pathology. As a result, political values can't be 
transmitted to African Americans. Since there is supposed 
to be direct linkage between the political culture and 
political socialization, the lack of one means the absence 
68 of the other. This explanation appears to be blaming 
the victim (African American) rather than examining both 
the internal and external forces limiting political 
participation of African Americans. 
However, Hanes Walton, author of Invisible Politics 
(1985), argues that churches, families, and schools are 
agents of overcoming incongruencies in African American 
political learning. Walton also contends that the black 
church plays the dominant role in politically socializing 
African Americans: "Politics, economics, social status, 
and numerous other topics have importance in the black 
69 
church." Historically, black preachers have discussed 
moral and political issues with their congregations. 
The black family is also important in transmitting 
political values to its members. It functions as an 
67 
Hanes Walton, Invisible Politics (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1985), 44. 
68 
69 Ibid., 48 42 
institution that transmits values regarding political 
partisanship and also, imparts positive self images to 
its members. Walton says: 
"Normally, one could expect more of the schools, 
but, basically, the schools have passed on neg¬ 
ative, through textbooks or best limited images 
about black political participation. Hence, the 
schools' place is relatively low; their role is 
reduced because they have normally been con- 
According to Walton, another significant agent is 
black-directed media for their political cues, values 
by the fact that in many African American homes one finds 
magazines such as Jet and Ebony and NAACP reading material. 
Walton further contends that there is a twofold 
socialization process in the African American community. 
First, the white community persistently seeks to 
politically socialize the African American community toward 
goals it defines. At the same time, agents of African 
American socialization try to filter out this white 
perspective and to socialize the African American community 
72 toward goals desired by the African American community. 
70 Hanes Walton, Invisible Politics (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1985), 49. 
commu- 
the media. He says "Blacks prefer to rely on 
and orientations 71 This contention is somewhat supported 
71 Ibid 
72 Ibid., 50 
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CHAPTER 3 
ANALYZING VOTING APATHY: THE RESEARCH PLAN 
African American voter apathy will be studied based 
on a cross-sectional study from 1950 to 1994. It is my 
belief that political alienation partly contributed to 
the present African American voter apathy in Geneva 
Township. Between 1989 to 1992, I worked as an election 
inspector at the Geneva Township Hall and observed African 
American voting behavior. 
Measuring Voting Apathy 
The dependent variable is voter apathy. The 
independent variables are political alienation and a sense 
of powerlessness. Political alienation is used in order 
to explain contemporary voter apathy among African American 
township residents. I will operationalize political 
alienation as African Americans' perception of their role 
in voting. Powerlessness will be operationalized as 
African Americans' motivation to politically change 
problems in the township. 
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Explaining Operationalization 
and Measurement Procedures for the Variables 
During December 1994, I randomly distributed a survey 
to 32 Geneva Township African Americans. The following 
is a list of the survey questions: 
1. Are you satisfied with the community services 
provided by Geneva Township? 
2. If not, what types of improvements do you think 
should be made? 
3. Which of the following problems do you perceive 
as being the greatest in your neighborhood? 
4. Do you think that you can change these problems? 
5. Do you think that voting is the best method for 
Geneva Township residents to solve community 
problems? 
6. Do you vote in Geneva Township elections? 
7. , If you answered yes to Question 6, in what types 
of elections do you cast your vote? 
8. , If you answered no to Question 6, why not? 
9. , Did you vote in the last election? 
10. , Are you a registered voter? 
11. , Do you attend Geneva Township Board meetings? 
12. . How long have you lived in Geneva Township? 
13. . Were you born in Michigan? 
14. . If you answered no to Question 13, in what region 
of the U.S. were you born? 
15. , Which political party represents your interests? 
16. . Were your parents registered voters? 
17. . Did your parents vote? 
18. . Do your children vote in Geneva Township elections? 
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Voter apathy is measured according to the respondents1 
answers to Question 6 of the survey (Do you vote in Geneva 
Township elections?). The question is formulated according 
to this criteria in order for the respondents to clearly 
understand the question and for measuring the respondents1 
voting habits. Political alienation is measured according 
to Category 1 in Question 8 of the survey (My vote will 
not count.). Powerlessness is measured according to 
Questions 4 and 5 (Do you think that you can change these 
problems? and Do you think that voting is the best method 
for Geneva Township residents to solve community 
problems?). Question 4 was used because it has been 
suggested that a sense of powerlessness is linked to 
African Americans' political detachment from Geneva 
Township elections. Question 5 was chosen to determine 
whether African Americans are confident in using voting 
as a means of political self-empowerment. 
After distributing the surveys, I returned a week 
later to collect them and four respondents agreed to be 
interviewed. Twenty people agreed to fill out the survey. 
The remaining people refused to complete the surveys. 
My intent is to make a contribution to the 
understanding of voter apathy in Geneva Township by: 
1. Examining the contemporary effects that political 
alienation has on African American voter apathy in Geneva 
Township. 
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2. Examining the effects that political alienation 
has on African Americans' perception of voting. 
3. Examining the political consequences of African 
American voter apathy as it relates to Geneva Township. 
Selecting a Method of Data Collection 
This study examines voter apathy in a historical 
and a contemporary context. I studied a sample of 20 
African American residents from Geneva Township, Michigan. 
My research is comprised of data derived from interviews 
with the Geneva Township Clerk and township election 
inspectors, from the U.S. Bureau of the Census, the 
Woodruff Library, the South Haven Public Library, and 
the Van Buren County NAACP. 
Selecting a Method of Analysis 
The method of analysis is a crosstabulation based 
on a survey distributed to 20 African Americans in Geneva 
Township Michigan. The survey consisted mainly of closed- 
end questions and at least one hour interviewing each 
person who filled out the survey questionnaire. 
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CHAPTER 4 
AFRICAN AMERICAN VOTER APATHY IN GENEVA TOWNSHIP 
The South's mechanization of agriculture and the 
Klan's use of violence forced some African Americans to 
migrate to cities in the Northern United States. 
Dissatisfaction with urban life forced some of them to 
migrate to rural townships in western Michigan. One of 
these townships was Geneva Township. As a result of this 
migration, African Americans currently comprise 14.2 
percent of the township's 3,162 residents. Although 
African Americans have become the largest minority in 
the township, they are underrepresented in the political 
structure of the township. Only two African Americans 
serve on the township's Tax Review Committee, and there 
aren't any African American township officers on the Geneva 
Township Board. African American's political under¬ 
representation is directly related to their voting 
behavior. While working as a voter inspector from 1989 
to 1992, i noticed that African American voter turnout was 
73 1990 Census, Selected Population and Housing 
Characteristics: 1990, Van Buren County, Mi., Table 1 
(Allegan Co., Van Buren Co., and Ottawa Co.). 
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higher when a Democrat was running against a Republican 
compared to when two Republicans were competing. 
In 1992 Democrats ran against the Republican incumbent 
supervisor and the commissioner. African Americans voted 
in large numbers. As a result, the Democrats won. During 
one of my interviews, Mrs. Whaley, Geneva Township Clerk, 
said, "The black vote was significantly decisive in the 
Democrats' ability to win both offices.Yet, the 
Democratic victory didn't increase the number of African 
American township representatives or appointed positions 
in the township. In the next election, African American 
voter participation decreased to its normal low level. 
I interviewed a township election inspector who 
reported that only 6 percent of the voters at the polls 
were African Americans, and 94 percent of the remainder 
75 were white voters for the 1994 election. As a result, 
Republicans won all of the contested positions in the 
township and the county. 
An examination of this voter apathy revealed that 
most young African Americans are not interested in the 
politics of Geneva Township and will not vote. Mostly 
74 Nancy Whaley, Geneva Township Clerk, Interviewed 
by Oliver Jones, Written in a Notebook, Van Buren County, 
Michigan (Summer, 1994). 
75 Osburn .Jones, Election Inspector, Interviewed by 
Oliver Jones, Written in a Notebook, Van Buren County, 
Michigan (Summer, 1994). 
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young African Americans would not agree to do the survey. 
The older African Americans 30 years and older are 
generally apathetic towards voting but sometimes will 
vote. My information was obtained from among this group. 
During an interview with an older African American, Mr. 
Jackson (not his real name), I asked his opinion in regards 
to voting. He answered, "I will never vote because I 
know blacks in Mississippi who were lynched because they 
voted." While interviewing a ninety year old African 
American minister originally from Mississippi, I observed 
that he was only responsive to non-political questions. 
When I asked him a question relating to his voting, his 
behavior appeared to change from friendly to agitated. 
He stopped the interview and referred me to his son. 
Another African American woman said that her vote wouldn't 
make a difference at the polls. 
One Young woman agreed by phone to meet me to do 
the survey. When I presented the survey in person, she 
said "I don't want to be bothered with that voting stuff; 
it doesn't mean anything anyway."77 
76 
Mr. Jackson, Geneva Township resident, Interviewed 
by Oliver Jones, Written in a Notebook, Van Buren County, 
Michigan (Summer, 1994). 
77 African American resident of Geneva Township, 
Interviewed by Oliver Jones, Written in a Notebook, Van 
Buren County, Michigan (Summer, 1994). 
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After discovering the nature of my interview 
questions, many African Americans refused to be 
interviewed. This fear is internalized because 
historically, African Americans were physically and 
economically punished for attempting to vote. Therefore, 
many African Americans believe that it is wiser not to 
participate in the voting process. Although the threat 
of Klu Klux Klan reprisals may not actually exist in Geneva 
Township, the fear of reprisals appears to remain in the 
psyche of many African Americans. 
According to B.F. Skinner, people eliciting a fearful 
response as a result of past oppressive stimuli is normal. 
7 8 Skinner refers to this response as a phobic reaction. 
Furthermore, people avoid participating in certain 
activities. In order to understand the relationship 
between political alienation and African American voter 
apathy, I constructed a series of crosstabulations based 
on a survey (Figure 4.1) distributed to a sample of 20 
African American Geneva Township residents. 
In Question 8, Categories 1, 2, 4, and 5 are 
represented on the left side of the crosstabulation output 
(Table 4.1). Political alienation is operationalized 
as "My vote will not count". The 85 in the upper right 
78 John P. Houston, Helen Bee, and David Rimm, 
Invitation to Psychology (New York: Harcourt, Brace & 
Jovanovich, 1983), 506. 
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FIGURE 4.1 
1994 GENEVA TOWNSHIP SURVEY 
1. Are you satisfied with the community services provided 
by Geneva Township? 
1. Yes 
2. No 
2. If not, what type of improvement do you think should 
be made? 
1. Ambulance service 
2. Road repair 
3. Snow removal 
4. Others 
3. Which of the following problems do you perceive as 









5. Do you think that voting is the best method for Geneva 




6. Do you vote in Geneva Township elections? 
1. Yes 
2. No 
7. If you answered yes to Question 6, in what type of 




8. If you answered no to Question 6, why not? 
1. My vote will not count. 
2. The Geneva Township Board is unable to solve 
community problems. 
3. I think the national government can solve Geneva 
Township problems. 
4. Others 
5. Don't know 
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"FIGURE 4.1 (Continued)" 
9. Did you vote in the last election? 
1. Yes 
2. No 
10. Are you a registered voter? 
1. Yes 
2. No 
11. Do you attend Geneva Township Board meetings? 
1. Yes 
2. No 
12. How long have you lived in Geneva Township? 
1. Less than a year 
2. 2-20 years 
3. 20-30 years 
4. More than 30 years 
13. Were you born in Michigan? 
1. Yes 
2. No 
14. If you answered no to Question 13, in which region 






















box indicates that 85 percent of those who didn't vote 
felt that their vote didn't count. This percentage is 
an outcome of an internalized view among African Americans 
who believe that their vote doesn't count. In addition, 
this internalized fear has caused political alienation 
towards voting among large numbers of African Americans 
in the township. 
In Table 4.2, the crosstabulation indicated that 
45 percent of the respondents felt that the national 
government can solve township problems. Yet, they had 
no confidence in their local government. This political 
alienation is reinforced by their negative opinions of 
township elections, a sense of powerlessness, and a fear 
of voting. See also Table 4.3, crosstabulation of opinion 
by political alienation. These variables result in 
political alienation which is self sustaining—the more 
African Americans don't vote, the greater the number of 
white people remaining in control of the local government. 
The process repeats and continues on its own. 
In addition to the crosstabulations, I have 
constructed a frequency distribution showing the number 
of answers provided by the respondents to each question. 
According to Table 4.4, eighty percent of the respondents 
said that they were satisfied with community services 
provided by Geneva Township (Question 1) and seventy 




Political Alienation by Voting 
YES NO 
My vote will not count. 
17 
(85%) 
I think the national 
government can solve 1.4 
Geneva Township problems. (7%) 
Others 1.4 2.8 
(7%) (14%) 




Crosstabulation of Problems by Government 








Crosstabulation of Opinion 





















Question Frequency Percent 
I. Satisfaction 
1. Yes 16 80 
2. No 3 15 
II. Improvements 
1. Ambulance 
Service 2 10 
2. Road Repair 2 10 
3. Snow Removal 2 10 
4. Others 2 10 
III. Problems 
1. Crime 11 55 
2. Garbage 3 15 
3. Noise 1 5 
4. Others 3 15 
IV. Powerlessness 
1. Yes 1 5 
2. No 8 40 
3. Unsure 10 50 
V. Opinion by voting 
1. Yes 10 50 
2. No 1 5 
3. Unsure 8 40 
VI. Voting in Geneva 
Township 
1. Yes 2 55 
2. No 8 40 
VII. Government 
1. Local 3 15 
2. State 1 5 
3. National 9 45 
4. All 5 25 
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"TABLE 4.4 (Continued) 
Question Frequency Percent 
VIII. Political 
Alienation 
1. My vote will 
not count. 7 35 
2. The Geneva Township 
Board is unrespon¬ 
sive solve com¬ 
munity problems. 2 10 
3. I think the national 
government can solve 
Geneva Township 
problems. 2 10 
IX. Voted in last 
election 
1. Yes 5 25 
2. No 14 70 







XI. Attendance at Geneva 
Township Board 
meetings 
1. Yes 3 15 
2. No 16 80 
XII. Residence 
1. Less than a year 
2. 2-20 years 7 35 
3. 20-30 years 9 45 
4. More than 30 years 4 20 
XIII. Were you born 
in Michigan 
1. Yes 8 40 
2. No 8 40 
IVX. Region of birth 
1. North 8 40 




"TABLE 4.4 (Continued) 
Question Frequency Percent 
XV. Political party 
affiliation 
1. Democrat 15 75 
2. Republican 




1. Yes 11 55 
2. No 4 20 




1. Yes 9 45 
2. No 6 30 
3. Unsure 4 20 
XVIII. Children vote in 
Geneva Township 
elections 





seventy percent of the respondents didn't vote in the 
1994 elections. It appears that voter apathy isn't just 
limited to voting. Eighty percent of the respondents 
answered that they don't attend township meetings (Question 
11) . 
As a result of their political alienation, the 
majority of African American residents avoid voting and 
politically participating in Geneva Township. While 
African American voter apathy is increasing, young white 
adults are beginning to vote in larger numbers in the 
township elections. Political alienation and political 
socialization have resulted in negative political 
consequences for African Americans. Walton (Black Politics 
(1972) states: 
"Some of the problems of obtaining the vote, 
registering, and casting the ballot are still 
present, and the problem of meaningfully in¬ 
fluencing public policy and obtaining equality 
via the ballot has not yet been fully solved. 
The former problem still exists in the South 
and the North." 
Walton's statements appear to accurately represent the 
African American's actions or inactions toward political 
participation today. 
Due to the overall lack of voter participation among 
African Americans in Geneva Township, many opportunities 
79 Hanes Walton, Black Politics (Philadelphia: J.J. 
Lippincott Company, 1972), 83. 
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to become employed in township-related jobs are lost. 
Various jobs are held exclusively by whites such as 
electrical and building inspectors, code enforcement 
officers and a host of others. 
Unless African Americans as a group start to vote 
and to participate in the political arena and set forth 
examples for their youth to follow, the following 





Certain forms of behavior are learned and are 
reflected in one's present actions. While researching 
African American voter apathy, I conclude that voter apathy 
is a learned response which some African Americans have 
been socialized to perform. A large number of Geneva 
Township's African American population doesn't vote. 
Their voter apathy appears to be a learned response based 
on historical conditions which were applied for the purpose 
of exploitation. This alienation is reinforced by a 
collective view among many African Americans that their 
vote will not count. 
This view was socialized in an era where African 
Americans were threatened, intimidated, and economically 
and legally punished if they attempted to vote. In fact 
85 percent of the twenty African American respondents 
reported that their vote would not count. The statement, 
"My vote will not count," reflects three ideas: 1) That 
African Americans have been socialized not vote and to 
believe that their voting knowledge is inferior. 2) Many 
non-voting Geneva Township African Americans have been 
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exposed to social background variables which may have 
contributed to their voter apathy. 3) That non-voting 
African Americans think that voting can't benefit the 
political interests of African Americans. 
According to the utility theory, people perceive 
"benefits" and "costs" prior to participating in an 
activity. If people perceive that they are going to obtain 
more benefits, then they are more apt to participate in 
that action. The reverse occurs when the "costs" outweigh 
the "benefits" In line with this reasoning, the township's 
non-voting African Americans don't perceive of voting 
as a method that will benefit them. 
During my interview with Mr. Jackson Chapter 4, he 
said "I will never vote because I know blacks in 
Mississippi who were lynched because they voted." This 
fear of punishment persists among other non-voting African 
Americans in the township. Although the "threat" doesn't 
exist now, it is perceived by some to be present. B.F. 
Skinner referred to this fear as a phobic reaction, a 
type of response which can be elicited in the absence 
80 of the original stimulus. Perceived benefits motivate 
people to form positive psychological attachments to 
voting. However, negative attachments elicit the opposite 
effect and people are less likely to vote. Therefore, 
80 John P. Houston, Helen Bee, and David Rimm, 
Invitation to Psychology (New York: Harcourt, Brace & 
Jovanovich, 1983), 506. 
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non-voting African Americans have attached negative 
psychological attachments to voting. Non-voting is also 
an action which increases African Americans' perceived 
sense of safety. 
Yet, this sense of safety cannot aid in promoting 
more African American representation at township meetings, 
at committee meetings or at voting booths. Therefore, 
it follows that voter apathy has developed into an apathy 
towards political and civic participation. 
During the past five years, there have been only 
two African American residents serving as township 
inspectors, and one was a student participating in a 
political internship with Geneva Township. However, I 
think voter apathy can be reversed among the township's 
African American population. A resocialization process 
comprised of positive stimuli would decrease African 
American voter apathy. 
A concerted effort must be made to teach African 
Americans the importance of voting and of political 
participation. This task should be the responsibility 
of the parents, the school system, and the churches. 
Knowledge of the political benefits of the Civil Rights 
Movement, of the Voting Rights legislation, and of the 
individual struggles that people have made to enfranchise 
present and future generations has to be taught to African 
Americans to socialize them to vote. 
64 
Guest speakers can transmit this knowledge at churches 
and schools. Parents can also reinforce this knowledge 
to their children. If these actions are not taken, voter 
apathy will continue to exist among the majority of Geneva 
Township's African American population. 
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